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ABSTRACT 

. »' During socialization, individuals begin to understand 

increasingly bfcoader and more abstract units of personal and social » 
realitjy. Subjects <N=97) ranging in age from 13 to late middle age 
completed a linguistic task in which they could impose higher order 
conceptions on lower order "descriptions by identifying different 
level similarities within sets of three situations. Results 
demonstrated the usefulness of a hierarchical system of « - 

organizational levels for investigating the development oi social 
knowledge. Subjects* were' less successful overall in finding higher 
*evel similarities, and showed a" preference for the level of- action. 
The developmental differentiation of conceptual abilities seems to 
enable a progressive competence at conceptual izing in terms of 
additional higher liTvels of organization, as older- and better 
educated subjects* show increasing facility- in operating across hiqher 
levels. (Author/NRB) >fe ' \ 3 
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During the course of socialization, a developing individual comes to 
Acnow and understated increasingly Broader and more abstract units of personal s 
and social. reality. 'The purpose of the present research was to take/an 
initial step toward jar ticula ting a theoretical system for demonstrating and 
exploring this basfc thesis. * Such a, system emerged from a conception of 
distinct. levels in our organization and experience of reality. Higher levels 
are increasingly abstract and consist *)f emergent properties. 

What is at issue is not merely complexity. Higher levels are not simply 
decomposable into partk and interrelations - (Simon, 1962). Higher 'levels have 
a qualitati^ newness — e&ch level has emergent features due largely to the " 
particular organization, of the parts. As a result, eaoh levpl has a certain 
autonomy. Because higher levels'^re the organization of lower level elements, 
does not , make higher levels more complfex - at .least not when considered on 
thgir own terms, 'which are the very terms that' constitute the level. Com- „ 

a < > • • . ' 

parisons of ^complexity across^ levels 'don't really make sense - like asking 
whiqh is more complex: the U.S. (Jove^rnment ' or a human liver. 

Emergent features are the key to new levels, but more can belaid: Lower, 
l4yel entities or events are supportive of h^her levels, e.g. no particular 
actions are required for someone to be cabled friendly, but some actions are. 
They are necessary but not sufficient (empirically, of course, lower level 
events may provide constraints; one does not have to smile to be happy, but 
it is harder to be happy without smiling). Alternatively r higher levels are 
directive: tliey provide organization,' coherence,' and jijeaning. E.g. institu- 
tiorfs are supported by the existence of buildings and tools, and are given 
direction by their rol£ in the larger t society. ' 

Mullener and' Laird (1979) articulated a number of levels for V categorizing 
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observations about persons. The present research builds cm and extend* their 
work. Their systein includes five levels: 

1) Objects or ^body parts in motionless state. 

2 >>, Movements . These involve relations between level .1 units. The same 
object or'body part ^at two different places at two different times can be 
characterized as a movement. Movements aire short duration events like fist 
clenching or mouth wagging. 

3) Behaviors . These involve movements* and their context or outconte, 

*- . . 

* - • 

or coordinated patterns of movement, these are slightly longer duration events 
like laughing, smiling, or showing teeth (note that, these last tWo might 
involve very similar movements). - ' 3 ^ 

4) Actions and Feeling . These involve a relation between* person and 
context. They are the .effects, usually conscious or ^intentional; of behaviors 
or patterns of behavior. These refer to a particular state "pr accomplishment^ 
"like, being happy, thinking, going to the store, d.r playing tennis. 

5) 'Dispositions . These involve relations between actions or, feelings , 
taken across -time: traits, abilities, long t$rm beliefs, motives or attitudes. 
They usually involve^ repetitions "of level 4 events: being a, tennis player 
involves playing tepnis alot, being a jolly person involves tjiiiig happy alot, 

"Wfe have ^extended this system to include two further levels: 

v 61 Roles and Relationships . These involve coordinations of dispositions 

within individuals (trait complexes like athlete or intellectual) .arid between* 

individuals (personal relations l^ke friend, advisor., student)/ 

7) Groupings . Tfcese involve relations between roles and relationships, 

where there/ is some kind of role specialization or institutional character: • A 

families, crews, ctjba. * 

Mullener and Laird looked at the usefulness of 'different levels* for 
- " _ •** ' 

different dorts of reports. The upshot of their -research was that levels 4 and 5 



• - . ■ .- • 'V 

had different utilities for short term interactions, x It is the present claim 
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that for longer interactions, for relationships, for evaluations of ones life 
and its meaning or ones place in the world, and for addressing social issues, 
higher levels* are more. useful. Further; we' hypothesized that this utility 
increases as people mature ar\d ^ge and these larger considerations become 
more important. This. is nQt to claim that conceptions of higher levels of 
organization become common in day to day living, but that one's facility with 
'such conceptions «hould increase over the 'life-span./ 

* By using a system of -levels of organization to explore the development of 
serial knowledge, we hope to avoid some of the ^limitations of. traditional 
research on person perception and social cognition. We avoid a focus* on the. 
perception and -cognition of singie individuals, fee* avoid viewing higher level • 
conceptions merely as vehicles for, describing anfi predicting behavior,' rather 
than as constituting its meaning. 'Furthermore, the iev^ls of organization \ 
scheme can better .address the relations between different levels ;of functioning 
within and between individuals. * 
>^ Of course, some of the earlier work pointed the way. Livesley and 
Bremley s classic (1973> work documents a progression from, conceiving of persotfs 
in terms of appearances* and circumstances to conceiving of persons in terms of 
dispositions and regulatities. They aiso mention a nascent ability of .adoles- 
cents to think about coordinations of 'such dispositions. Kohlberg f s (1976) ' 
highefft stage of moral development certainly irrvblvep a supr*-individual 
^orientatibn,. The literature on attachment (cf. Baltes, 1978) indicates the 
possibility of ejnotional involvement with larger social entities. Finally, 
Turiel (1978) indicates that, at least through age 25, ii^ivj^duals see themselves 

mortf^ap part of larger social groupings. k , \ 

* • J ' <<* 

The goal .of th£ present research was j:o begin a more systematic follow-up 

tothfcse sorts of cities., The' assertion 'here is* that's well defined, -logibaiiy 



hierarchical system of organizational levels could be used as a theoretical 
tool for investigating the development qf social knowledge^ particularly 
beyond its present bounds and further Into the life-span. Given evidence that 
abstract Abilities come later in ontogeftesis, and the assumption that the \ 
emergence of thinking' about atfd operating on higher organizational levels is 
likely to more strongly tax such abilities, it was , hypothesized ■ that compe- * 

.tence at ahd jgeneral use. of higher Levels of organization should, subsequently, 
also come later. Research ^indicates that formal operations are applied to ' 

.social later than to ph/sical entities and events '(Keating and Clark, 1980). 

The-goal is to elucidate this. finding via a system of levfels that clarifies 

* * • -** 

increase in abstraction as a- decrease in ties- to specific space-time lofci. , 
Metho'd \ \ * > 

^ Nimetyrseven subjects wer^ Employed \ ranging -in age from 13^ to late middle 
» . v \ \ ' % 

age. Subjects were divided into live* groups of about 20 subjects eactu 

t * ' - ' . 1 

corresponding to ages usually found ±n junior high, high school, college, young 
adult, and middle age. Subjects were all paid volunteers, solicited in and 
around a university* community. * 

A' linguistic task Was set up iti which subjects co\ild impose higher order 
conceptions on ,lower order descriptions of situations. Such descriptions dould 
be attended to dr made" sense of at multiple, levels of organization. 

Each subject provided with a questionnaire containing 30, three it.e\ 
sentence sets. The itemi3 were j3hort descriptions of' objects, events', persons, 

i i . • w .* ^ 1 1 * . . 

#v> situatidns/ For each "set, all 'thr ee item? were descriptions "on the same 

level pf organization.' The task involved -.asking "subjects to compare these -% 

• - ' • ) 
three, items .and td' find 'at least one way in which tWoof the items were ' 

similar, and different from a third. Each comparison was -designed sucfr that, in 

the intuitions of the experimenter, based.-on the theoretical systei^ and 

confirmed by pilot d#ta', two oi the descriptions 'could W construed as similar 



at a higher level of organization, and a different two similar on a lower 

* * ♦ 

level. For example, consider* the following set of sentences: 

a. After months of anguish, Helerf shot at hfer husband akd his lover, 
killing her husband. * ^ 

b. Sweaty with his Usual anxiety, Max screwed the silencer onto his 
, gun, aimed carefully,, and Hilled the* driver instantly. 

c. • Having coippleted his customary preparations, Jack slashed the 
woman's throat, his third victim. „ 

All three sentences involve murders. The situations described ii> (a) and 

(b) are more similar on the level of action: both murders_ are committed with 

fitfearms, and are apparently accompanied by some emotional arousal. But on the 

Lgher lev£l of disposition, (b) and '(c) are more similar : Max, and Jack have 4 

both^Gtoiitted murder ^bef ore, and are likely to again; they are kiliers. Five 

"such comparison sets wei*e constructed for each of si* pairs of adjacent levels 

'or organization: 6b j eoj: -movement , movement-behavior, behavior-action, Action- 

disposition, disposition- role or relationship, role or relationstiip-gtouping. 

Sets. were ordered such that -each possible transition from one level pairing' 

to another occurred exactly once. The first figure lists the comparison con-' 

<\epts used for each level pairing. ■ -* , ^ 

'Results S 
Overall, the results showed the usefulness' of a "system *o£. organizational 
levels for exploring the ontogenesis of social knowledge. The developmental 
differentiation- of conceptual abilities seems to enable a^progressive-compe- 
. tence and facility at cdnceptualizing in terms of additional; higher levels 
'of organisation. ^, 

• The irestllts provided clear evidence that a system, of organizational" levels 

cfculd, With some precision, be" used to -generate sets of conceptual material,' 

*$ 

progressively 'more .difficult*' with eajh succeeding, higher level, of organization. 



Seventy-nine percent of subjects 1 response structures were .indicative of de r 
creases in success only with upward changes in the levels of organization 
for which the materials were designed. • "Success" means that a subject gave ^ 
response at the higher of the two levels ^f or which a set was designed,- The 
*next figur^ illustrates modal response structures for each group, compared to 

> * r 

ideal success j&cores. The sort of 1 tower 1 structure found for the majority of 

subjects has a chance probability of only .01. Virtually all of- our subjects 

either had this tower structure or missed by only one response. It might be . 

argued that the prediction of such a response' structure .would follow from 

intuitiohs of item difficulty alone. However, the proposed theoretical system 

' ' ' 

clarifies places where such intuitions are unclear, and provides an account of 

what might be behind such intuitions. Such an account is -also Supported by 4 

overwhelming differences in analyses across the designed levels, higher levels 

* ' ( 
generally resulting in less success *(F(5, 460)*244. 39, p .001) N . 

Theoretical expectations about the assymetry of leve'l relations also % 

received som£ empirical support. According to the theory, operation at higher 

levels of organization entails .also operating at lower levels, but not Vice 

yersaf* Subjects werte significantly -more successful on. items preceded by 

Immediately higher level material' than on items preceded by immediately lower 

'■'level material (F(lj9,2)=20. 47, p '.§01) ([ratio-'- 1.26:1) . 

Additionally, as the next figiir^ indicated, .suhjjepts' 1 overall rfesponse* , 

- \ • - v ° ' • % - - • 

frequencies indicated a preference for operation primarily on Jthe level of 
-actions and nearby levels (F(6,5^2)«242.51, p .001). Thitr finding is; in accord' 
with the utility notion of Muliener and^Xaird (1^79). Actions and nearby 
levels describe the natural units Qf our -subjective, daity lives." As such, 
fhey would be more generally useful, and. subjects- would likely b^ biased -toward 
their .use. \ , ' * ' * . \ 

While' the clear finHings-for levels ~o£ organization per se tended to 



obscure other differences, there were consistent and systematic differences 

across subjects groupe4 by age and by education. These differences indicate 

» * • 

an Increasing ability to operate on.highe? levels of organization. + Slight 

decreases were found for tjie older subjects, but since~thirs. majrlfave freen^diie 

to cohort differences in education rather than developmental deterioration, the 

data was reanalyzed with subjects broken into groups by education. (Next figure - 

oldest half of oldest group have less education; figure shows new breakdowns^ 

new average ages)+ 9 , 

What can*be seen from these analyses is, an increasing differentiation of • 

the ability to operate at higher levels of organization (Interactions were * 

significant for botti Age X LeveL F(24,552)=*4.05, p .Otii and for Education'X 

level F(24,552)=3.53, p .01). The strongest evidence was for increased f&cdlity 

- - r 

at operating across higher levels .of organization. (Next figure: youngest group 
less successful overall; most educated group differentiates from others begin- 
ning, at dispositiori-action level, group 2 drops at next level pairing/ fair 
degree of differentiation at highest level-pair / Show next figure hei;e — graphs 
age: same story as o£her figure, but 4 & 5 switch.) Note that at various' levels 
some of the groups do not^seem to be differentiated. * Nevejrthele&'k, where they are 

> • 

differentiated, they are In the' expected order. ^. There are .also differences in 
the optimum response data, but the major differences, seem to concern the shift 

from the youngest to the older grbups, with only a hint of differentiation at 

♦J % 

the highest level-pairing (Figure) . * 

Implications and Conclusions * 

% ' * 

Overall, the research provided some evidence for a developmental progression 

«j • 

of conceptual ability which, largely presupposes abstract competence. As people 

V 

further develop abstract ability they become better able to operate on higher 
levels of organization; With some qualification ;t;he* present research demons- 
trates a progressive differentiation of subject groups, ordered b£ age and by* ^ 
educ%ion^ it their competence and facility with higher levels of organization.* 



The major results seem to reflect '3 progressive increase in how 'abstract 1 people 
carj be. Particularly as they attain tfhe status of adulthobd and begin to find 
their place in society, people seem to become increasingly able to deal with* . • 

-larger social entities and longer term events than thQs^of ^thelr-da^to day ~~ 
lives, with, connections morja- distant from (antT on a different level than) the 

.vicissitudes of their daily activities . The real challenge Is' to integrate 
these numerous levels. * . 

A number of questions rfemain open \f or farther researtfft*^ What is the 

* 

« *■ 
relation between conceptions of the physical and conceptions of the social* 

* world - are there non-hupian entities that caa be viewed on levels of organization 

commensurate with human sociality? How do the utilities of the different levels. 

vary, and how do they relate to each other?' Dofs the theoretical s?£ttem provide 

k beans for studying v the multi-leveled functioning so ubiquitous to human 

} life? How dan we address the ^process of operating on or shifting between levels, 

and the mechanisms behind the development of s"uch ability? 

Many research avenues remain open; Nevertheless, this research has made a 

first step toward articulating the. value of a system of levels of organization 

for investigating the multi-leveled character of the tie between persons and * 

worlds. l<f provides an. alternative to conceptual reductionism and' a bridge? 

between what seemed- to b.e different worlds of psychological phenomena. Moreover, 

it provides an escape from personology, and a way to get, a handle on the social 

constitution of individual consistency and -stable human relations.' Finally, 

a system of leVels of * organization may provide a step toward addressing the 

r*/ * * ' 

relationship between individuals* atid culture, by stressing \he non-locatability 

* • • 

of higher levels of organization, and the links between levels of organization 

that can occur intra, inter, and supra-individually / - • 




^ Figure 1 
j Comparison Concep'ts 
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Figure 4 { 

Average. Age andzYears of" Education for Five Age Groups 
and Five Education Groups (in years) 
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Figure 5 
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